From behind the tortoise : observations from the President of the Charles Darwin Foundation by Fritts, Thomas H.
December 2003 NOTICIAS DE GALÁPAGOS 47
The tortoise logo of the Charles Darwin Foundation
(CDF) prompts the title of this brief update on recent
events within the Foundation from the viewpoint of the
Foundation’s President.  Personally, I always enjoyed the
commentaries entitled “The View from the Castle” which
were written by the former Secretary of the Smithsonian,
S. Dillon Ripley, and printed regularly in the Smithsonian
Magazine.  It is appropriate to note that Mr. Ripley, who
passed away on 12 March 2001, was one of the Charles
Darwin Foundation’s original founders and long time
supporters.  Mr. Ripley had full rights to the title of Dr.
(with a PhD in ornithology from Harvard) but preferred
the Mr. as a more convenient title in the diverse circles in
which he moved.  His approach to supporting the Charles
Darwin Foundation and its conservation programs
showed similar diversity and humility.  He was not only
willing to lend his name and contacts for the conservation
cause, but also to serve in less conspicuous ways by pro-
viding staff support, meeting venues, and closed door
arm twisting when necessary.  Mr. Ripley had a long and
fruitful career as a scientist, chief administrator of the
Smithsonian’s cadre of facilities, a builder of institutions,
and as a servant of many good causes, including conser-
vation of the Galápagos. He was a leader whose efforts on
behalf of CDF were innumerable and much appreciated.
For details on Ripley’s life and accomplishments, see the
article entitled S. Dillon Ripley 1913-2001 in the May 2001
Smithsonian Magazine.
It is one of the unfortunate consequences of the Charles
Darwin Foundation being formed more than 42 years ago
that we must endure the aging and occasional loss of some
of our founders.  Another loss was the death on 8 August
2001 of Prof. Jean Dorst, noted French zoologist, conserva-
tionist, and Director of the Natural History Museum of
Paris.   Jean Dorst played an important role in the forma-
tion of the Charles Darwin Foundation and took on
additional leadership roles as the first Secretary General
of the Foundation (1959-1964) and as Foundation Presi-
dent (1964-1974).  Like Dillon Ripley, Jean Dorst was a
busy man, but one who realized the value of the conser-
vation of Galápagos and accordingly placed his personal
energies, professional influence, and creativity into ac-
tions in serving the conservation of the Islands through
the Charles Darwin Foundation.  For further details on
Dorst’s life and accomplishments, consult the article en-
titled Jean Dorst (1924-2001) in Ibis 144:370-371.
On a brighter note, I had the pleasure in April 2002, at
the semi-annual meeting of the Charles Darwin Founda-
tion and later in July when I visited his laboratory, of
spending time with Professor Irenäus Eibl-Eibesfeldt
FROM BEHIND THE TORTOISE
OBSERVATIONS FROM THE PRESIDENT OF THE CHARLES DARWIN FOUNDATION.
lated articles for Noticias de Galápagos and served as its
editor during 1999 and 2000.
At its 40th anniversary celebration in 1999, the Charles
Darwin Foundation recognized Gayle, along with sev-
eral others, with an award for dedication and steadfast
work for Galápagos.
Her love and concern for Galápagos was obvious in
everything she did.  Her house was an asylum for wounded
birds – blue-footed boobies, a shearwater, and Fred, the
swallow-tailed gull.  Sounds of well-fed finches filled her
front patio.  At different times in the Station history, she
led the Green Team, fighting to get everyone to reduce,
reuse, and recycle.
Her anger and frustration at the destruction and ex-
ploitation that increased during the 1990s, related to the
problems with Galápagos fisheries, was only surpassed
by her increased dedication to the protection of the Is-
lands.  Throughout the decade, her off-and-on battle with
lymphoma went side-by-side with her continued struggle
for the conservation of Galápagos.  Her dedication to
Galápagos was paramount, and she often sacrificed her
well being for its protection.
There are so many memories of times shared with
Gayle.  One that symbolizes her desire to know Galápagos
in all its seasons occurred during the El Niño of 1983.
Although Gayle spent most of her time in the library, she
loved to be out in nature.  Gayle, Godfrey, and I wanted
to experience the rivers of Santa Cruz in all their glory.  We
watched the skies day after day, waiting for one of the big
storms.  When it finally came, we hiked up to Media Luna,
where we sat for an hour or more in the pouring rain, to
be sure the rivers would be at their fullest.  Gayle’s tongue
turned blue with the number of Miconia berries she ate.
Heading back down to Bellavista, we took the “river”
route – a by-pass for the water that had been bulldozed
behind the town.  We walked in the river, passed by
waterfalls, and became one with the water.  It was an
experience impossible to repeat, and it gave us greater
insight into the reality that is Galápagos.
Our memories of Gayle will always be tied to
Galápagos, her love for the Islands, and her dedication to
their preservation.  Galápagos, and we, thank you, Gayle.
We miss you.
Linda J. Cayot
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whose interest, vigor, and academic involvement in
Galápagos continue with his anticipating the 50th anni-
versary of his initial visit to Galápagos in 1954.  The
energetic and accomplished zoologist’s reaction to seeing
growing problems in Galápagos in that early visit was to
return to Europe and immediately begin raising the
awareness of Galápagos among scientific leaders and the
Government of Ecuador.  Through the organization that
would eventually be known as the International Union
for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), UNESCO, and a few
other key organizations, funds were raised to send Pro-
fessor Eibl-Eibesfeldt, Dr. Robert Bowman, a San Francisco
ornithologist, and other expedition members back to
Galápagos to inventory the situation and biological prob-
lems.  Dr. Bowman had visited Galápagos as part of his
PhD research even before Eibl-Eibesfeldt’s trip, but they
independently developed a shared a mutual sense of com-
mitment to protecting Galápagos.  The results of their trip
in 1957 were summarized and brought before an Interna-
tional Congress of Zoology in 1958, giving the problem
visibility and resulting in a small but important band of
prominent people formally organizing the Charles Dar-
win Foundation for the Galápagos Isles through its
incorporation in Brussels 23 July 1959.  Professor Eibl-
Eibesfeldt is a widely honored scientist and formerly
headed his own research institute of human ethnology
within the Max Planck Institute (Andechs), but although
now retired, he still regularly finds time to continue his
prolific writings, attend meetings of CDF, search for fi-
nancial support, and visit Galápagos.
Dr. Robert I. Bowman, noted ornithologist who con-
ducted exhaustive early field studies of Darwin’s Finches
beginning in 1952 and participated in that initial pre-
foundation Galápagos Expedition in 1957, was a strong
voice in sounding serious concerns for the future of the
Islands’ biota.  Hence, he too springs to mind as one of our
enduring friends and collaborators.  Robert Bowman,
now retired from San Francisco State University and
residing in Berkeley, California, suffered a threat to his
health in recent years but is reported to be recovering
with reduced activities.  He was not only instrumental in
fostering early work in Galápagos by a broad spectrum
of investigators, but also through his own pivotal analy-
ses of Darwin’s Finches in the Islands, contributed to
critical discussions of evolutionary theory.  He has re-
mained involved in Galápagos, serving as ornithological
mentor, organizing meetings, and assisting in a plethora
of other ways while residing in the San Francisco area.  He
was the recent recipient (2001) of the Fellow’s Medal of the
California Academy of Sciences, an Institution with a
long and pivotal role in Galápagos science.   Those who
would like to probe the details of Eibl-Eibesfeldt’s and
Bowman’s respective and intertwined roles in the
Foundation’s and Park’s origins are referred to E. J. Larson’s
book, Evolution’s Workshop, God and Science on the Galápagos
Islands, published by Basic Books (2001) and the diverse
sources mentioned therein, as well as to G. T. Corley
Smith’s history of the Charles Darwin Foundation 1959-
1988 (Noticias de Galápagos No. 49, 1990).  While space
limitations prevent me from mentioning many others
who have played pivotal roles in the early days of the
Foundation, it should be obvious that the long-term in-
volvement and commitment of many prominent and busy
individuals committed to this unique set of ecosystems
have been and continue to be important in the successful
activities of the Charles Darwin Foundation.
Acknowledging the “silver-backed veterans” of the
Charles Darwin Foundation prompts me to pass on infor-
mation on younger generations that have worked with
the Charles Darwin Foundation.  A recent compilation
estimated that approximately 2,000 students, volunteers,
and young scientists have received valuable research
training and indelible professional experiences through
contact with both science and applied management in
real world situations in the scientific and educational
programs of the Charles Darwin Foundation.  These people
and the many scientists who came for independent inves-
tigations constitute an invaluable resource for Ecuador,
other Latin American countries, and the rest of the world
at the same time as they made invaluable contributions
to conservation in Galápagos.
RE-ORGANIZATION OF THE CHARLES DARWIN
FOUNDATION
Like any successful institution spanning decades of
activity, the CDF has seen changes in its capabilities, op-
portunities, and challenges.  In keeping with a desire to
continue its service to the conservation of the Galápagos
Islands, changes were considered, planned, and accom-
plished in recent years.  In brief, after a major institutional
re-examination and strategic planning process, a set of
changes involving a streamlined executive leadership
structure, modification of by-laws, and strengthening of
key support in the form of an Executive leadership team
for the Foundation were approved by the Foundation’s
membership in 1998 and placed in motion through the
Foundation’s Board in 1999.  The new leadership struc-
ture called for the naming of an Executive Director who
would oversee all Foundation activities with the assis-
tance of an executive leadership team comprised of senior
people in the areas of: 1) Financial Administration; 2)
Institutional Development; 3) Communications, Educa-
tion and Participation; 4) Science; and 5) National and
International Affairs.  Oversight of Foundation affairs
was also planned with the election of nine board mem-
bers from and by the Foundation’s General Assembly
membership while ensuring that one slot each was spe-
cifically delegated for representatives from Belgium
(where the CDF is officially incorporated) and the Gov-
ernment of Ecuador (whose strong support and
involvement are so essential to Foundation programs).
The new Board will elect its President from the group of
nine members rather than the President being elected by
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the general membership.  The new Board structure in
intended to promote active involvement, facilitate deci-
sion-making, and foster responsiveness in an increasingly
complex Charles Darwin Foundation.  Much progress has
been made and the Charles Darwin Foundation is con-
stantly changing to better address its mission in
Galapagos science and conservation working with the
Galapagos National Park, other entities of the Ecuadorian
government and a broad array of international organiza-
tions and scientific authorities.
NOTABLE LOSSES FROM THE
GALÁPAGOS FAMILY
It was with considerable sadness that the CDF learned
of the deaths of two long-term members of the CDF family
in 2001.  Gayle Davis-Merlen was one of a core group of
CDF employees present when I first worked at the Re-
search Station in 1976.  She had come that year with
responsibilities to design and build public exhibits and to
deliver the educational messages of the CDF’s activities to
Station visitors. She certainly developed an unwavering
allegiance to Galápagos, and from her arrival until her
death on 27 May 2001 following a long illness, Gayle held
a variety of responsibilities and posts in Galápagos which
utilized her communication, editorial, and educational
skills.  Linda Cayot has prepared a tribute to Gayle’s
involvement in Galápagos, included in this issue of Noticias.
Fernando Ortiz-Crespo, a professor at the Catholic
University in Quito, was one of my first contacts within
the Quito scholarly community when I began biological
research in Ecuador in 1969.  He helped orient and guide
this naïve and young biologist in planning trips to remote
Andean and Amazonian regions and provided logistical
support; we were later to come in frequent contact when
I began work in Galápagos.  As a young man, Fernando
participated in the Galápagos International Science Ex-
pedition in 1964 and hence, was present at the
inauguration of the Foundation’s incipient Research Sta-
tion.   While primarily involved in mainland teaching,
administration, and research, over the years Fernando
retained an interest and involvement in Galápagos and
the Charles Darwin Foundation.  He served as a Founda-
tion member, headed up the Ecuadorian government’s
Galápagos Institute for several years, and just as impor-
tantly, supported programs and students in Galápagos
both as a university professor and as an executive of
Ecuador’s Science and Technology Foundation.  Fernando
Ortiz-Crespo died in an unfortunate boating accident on
Lake Mica in Antisana, Ecuador, on 13 September 2001.
For details of Fernando’s career, the reader is referred to
an obituary entitled Fernando I. Ortiz-Crespo (1942-2001)
published in Ibis 144:371-372 which was written by CDF
board member Tjitte de Vries.
INTERNATIONAL RECOGNITION OF THE CDF
On 27 November 2001, the World Wildlife Fund an-
nounced its award of the J. Paul Getty Wildlife
Conservation Prize to the Charles Darwin Foundation in
recognition of its outstanding contributions to conserva-
tion in Galápagos.  The award was conveyed in a special
ceremony involving several Charles Darwin Foundation
representatives and distinguished guests in Quito, Ecua-
dor.
The Society for Conservation Biology presented a Dis-
tinguished Service Award to the Charles Darwin
Foundation, accepted by the Foundation President, at its
annual meeting in Canterbury, England, on 18 July 2002.
This award was given in recognition of exemplary work
for the conservation of the Galápagos Islands.
On 8 July 2002 , the Expo ’90 Foundation in Japan
announced the award of the International Cosmos Prize
to the CDF.  This prize is awarded annually to an indi-
vidual or organization for research contributing to
significant understanding of relationships among living
organisms, the interdependence of life, and the global
environment.  The prize was accepted by the Executive
Director of CDF at a special ceremony and series of com-
memorative lectures in Japan in October 2002.
These awards signify a widespread recognition and
appreciation of the accomplishments and goals of the
Charles Darwin Foundation.  Credit for achievements
must go to the entire staff of the Charles Darwin Founda-
tion , its officers, members, the Charles Darwin
Foundation’s constant partners in conservation the
Galapagos National Park, other collaborators, and finan-
cial supporters; each and everyone is important to the
advancement of conservation work in Galápagos.
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